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THAT OTHER ANIMAL
Mark Rosenberg

In Santa Monica a fog rolls in each morning that will not lift.  But this is 
my vacation and I wander through it.  Tourists collect at a small theme 
park by the pier where street musicians line the walk, staccato and off-
beat, and noise erupts from the games. Music blares from tinny speak-
ers, and a stream of water shot into a clown's mouth sends off a bell.

Further down, past the park, the crowd thins to fishermen dotting the 
railings, their patient blank faces.  Few wear shirts. Their bodies, burnt 
by sun or work, suggest an oil painting: indistinct brushstrokes against a 
languid sky.

Beneath, sliding between the pier's legs, a shadow tethered to the 
tide and waves, in then out of view.  The fishermen anchor their spots.  
Should I tell a lifeguard that no one should swim here because the slow 
striped animal might strike?  No one swims under the pier anyway, and 
how long before it disappears?

I don't believe in prescience, but the week before boarding the plane I 
dreamed I was fly fishing on a bridge suspended by only ropes between 
two cliff walls.  Of course I couldn't cast into the depths with a fly rod, but 
there I was, and there were fish at least a yard in length limned in the 
dark.  And even if I couldn't see them I'd have known they were there; 
I felt them, and it was as if my whole life had been spent learning and 
practicing how to cast so I could succeed there.

It occurred to me then there was someone behind me, someone broad 
shouldered with a knife and a smile I'd seen somewhere years ago.  
Then I woke and wandered the house without waking my wife who 
seemed so far away tangled in pale sheets and moonlight.

Each time a wave unfurls its curtain to reveal that shadow I am back 
in the night where the water falls away beneath the stars.  I cannot tell 
the animal beneath me from the seaweed washing nearby or what I 
dreamed. Behind me stands a man gutting baitfish.  He nods, then grins.

 A fish four or five feet long, a tiger shark perhaps, and if no one else saw 
it, then what?  Somewhere, sometime ago I was approached.  No one 
said anything, and for many years I practiced my cast alone at the lake 
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near our house. The tide's pulse shifts and brings in a cloud of sand then 
blue.  Screams from the roller coaster catch in the wind'sthroat. The sky 
holds me close, and the fog does not let go.

THE ISOLATION CHAMBER
Amanda Boekelheide

Title: The isolation chamber I never visited but have always lived in, or, 
how I learned to play the accordion and speak absurdly to avoid censors, 
sex, and rice cakes for every meal.

The isolation chamber I lived in was my own house, there was nothing 
there but myself – all calls dropped away.  All instant messages dropped 
away. All sound dropped away.

We wear our hearts on our sleeves, our thoughts, our slogans, our loyalties 
on our chests, or shoes, or hold them in our hands like lightbulbs and 
sip out of them. Countries become brands, burnt into the skin, seared on 
brains, written in books, more durable than a passport. Or do they? She 
steps lightly, I step heavily, I don’t remember left or right. Confusion is for 
bats, or birds or those unable to carry twigs in their mouths to build nests 
or pyres or bundles.

Parade of secrets:

1. I leave the seat up though I know you hate it. Sometimes I even think
about how deserving you are, and then adjust accordingly.

2. I spill hair dye and wipe it up quickly without thinking, not using enough 
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soap, it looks as if I cleaned it up but I haven’t. Time elapses, and this
recent spill falls out, not out of my mouth, they way secrets normally do, 
but as an imprint, like paws in sand dunes, not that’s not it, like dead
blasted branches bleached silver, like a way of interpreting the world 
based on sunshine, angles, slants of shadows, arrangement of shells, one 
starfish waving its arms, these all flood up to rescue me from grey uneven 
linoleum, lunch lady arms, trays, in mud colors, prefabs and formed into 
smooth harmless repetitive shapes, even the food is formed into balls, or 
lines, or squares, but not aesthetic.

3.  Mirrors, mirrors everywhere after I’ve grown long tired of looking at
myself.

4.  We’re all out of fun, aren’t we? There are a number of ways of a number 
of hands are placed over a number of eyes, the fingers gnarled, twisted,
beaten with Time – here’s another secret I’ll share with you:

5.  Time doesn’t carry a scythe. (Well, only on Halloween or for formal
events, with a bowtie). Time carries a dull bludgeon; he has baskets of 
sand and streams of water from big plastic blue buckets that we’re dunked 
in while we sleep or when we’re not paying attention or while someone 
else is talking. We’re rolled around. Time thinks he’s polishing us, he’s 
a collector, he tumbles us to our most beautiful parts, we’re shined up, 
we’re set in brackets, we’re worn away, bit by bit, until only a stone is left 
exposed, only a small diamond, a pebble, a beautiful gem. Time sees 
this,
and it causes Time to exclaim, to sing a hymn and place us in a small, 
small box, sending us off to a friend. Time always delivers using a courier 
though the horse the courier rides is invisible, it is fast. Time calls this
gift a soul.
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MR. BIG

Tiffany Stevens

Let’s start at the end. The other woman showed up. I knew it was 
coming. That despite what he and I had, it was explicitly temporary and 
she was the one he was really waiting for. I simply had been biding his 
time. And as usual, it’s the ending that’s vivid and that gets replayed in 
the moments when I come home expecting to see him only to find my 
empty apartment. But she was his real owner. 

Mr. Big is a black and white tuxedo cat I cat sat at my apartment from 
Sunday to Sunday one wet cold week in November. His owner, my friend 
Kendall, a fellow Texan is the kind of sassy Texan I wish I were. She had 
named Mr. Big when she was single and he walked into her door as a 
stray at the height of Sex and the City zeitgeist. 

I’m the single one now, dipping my toe in my thirties and, egads, getting 
divorced. I’ve never had a cat before, never spent more than an hour or 
two with one. But I’ve often thought about the idea of it. And I do think 
they’re cute. 

Between manic jogging to exhaust myself, moving to a random part of 
Brooklyn to escape vivid city memories, and being recommended Eat, 
Pray, Love (I still can’t bring myself to read it) every five minutes this year 
of life has been busy ripping through my guts and the world no longer 
makes much sense. I sometimes forget how to breathe and despite 
changing my hair color and obsessively reading my horoscope, I have 
no idea who I am and what’s going to happen next. Life is weird outside 
the cadence of my old (young) life. We met freshman year of college and 
that was that, it was buzzy bliss and then we just went blank together 
after our respective 30th birthdays, a little over a year ago. 

I’ve attempted to fill the crater in my life in various healthy and unhealthy 
ways, then decided to ignore it, which of course, caused me to fall right 
into it completely. I’ve been down here by myself for awhile, so anyway, 
cue the cat. 

Kendall was off for the holiday. This all started with a breezy phone call 
during which was sprinkled in: 

“Hey, would you mind checking in on Mr. Big over the Thanksgiving 
weekend? He’s really easy, he’s a doll” 
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“Sure, of course. No problem.”

A few minutes later we were setting up a time for her to drop him off at 
my house for seven days. 

In between grief and distraction, I’ve crafted both longwinded narrative 
explanations and scripted elaborate confrontations I know will never 
happen to make sense of the break. 

So many words, so little understanding. 

Mostly it’s his fault. For not loving me enough, and in not the exact right 
way. 

Kendall showed up with the cat, cat crate and accessories. She randown 
the basics while Mr. Big pattered around his new digs. 

“Anything else I need to know? Should I change anything around here, 
could he hurt himself?” I asked. 

“Nah, have fun. Whatever, he’s good, he mostly sleeps, no worries. 
Thanks so much.” 

“Oh, it’s…..” 

“Mr. Big! Ha har. Look at him, only here two minutes and already he’s 
thinks its his house. Licking his balls. Typical man! Ha! Thanks again, 
honey.” 

“Oh, well, wow, of course of course. Sure. Have a great trip.” 

Mr. Big moved in and I turned a few of my scarce kitchen supplies into 
food and water bowls for him and made a bed on the floor with kitchen 
towels. Why haven’t I gotten around to buying actual plates and flatware 
and pots and pans? Why have I kept my house so inhospitable? I 
cleaned up the living room, it seemed kind of unseemly, the way I was 
living. Duly spiffed up I attempted to play with Mr. Big, tossing the ball 
around. He approached me. Now is the part where I mention than 
not only am I allergic to cats I am also kind of afraid of them. All the 
scratching and shrieking. That kind of unpredictability is unnerving. I 
hesitated and touched his head, stroking him gently and saying his 
name, he accepted this and I felt mild relief. I then left the house for 
longer than I usually would. 

Immediately on my return I deluged him with catnip, and he became a 
junkie running into the walls and licking stray nip off of the floor. Then just 
laying in odd positions and staring into space. How embarrassing. I had 
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that phase myself about six months ago. 

As I mindlessly Interneted a few minutes later, he entered the room. He 
went to the closet, with the full length mirror on the outside of the door. 
He looked at this new cat and started pawing at it. “Who is this that cat 
I’m encountering,” he seemed puzzled and spent minutes and minutes 
pawing the mirror trying to figure it out. I had that phase too. I canceled 
my MySpace account and never got a Facebook one. 

It was my turn. He approached me and starting meowing, I asked him 
what he wanted. He didn’t answer. I thought cats were supposed to be 
easy. I was compulsively reading my horoscope and did not want to be 
bothered, it felt annoying to get up and check his water, litter box and 
food, all fine. I sat down and gave him an accusing stare, then turned 
back to the computer. This is why I live alone. And I like it, I can’t have 
all these demands on me. He meowed and pawed the chair leg. I typed. 
He pawed my leg, this time with his claws out. Oh, God, he’s going to kill 
me. I summoned my courage 

“Mr. Big. That’s it! Get out of here, go lay on your bed.” 

I threw his toy ball out of the room. He didn’t budge. He pierced though 
me with his eyes. I cleared my throat. He settled at my feet. Close call. 

Minutes pass, I got distracted and relaxed. He saw his chance and 
lunged up at me. I was frozen. He landed on my lap, did an exploratory 
leg cat paw massage and curled up purring. Time stopped and I felt his 
fat little warm furry body against my legs and stomach. I realized this 
was the first prolonged contact I’ve had with another living being in the 
calendar year 2007. I put my hand on his back and hot tears streamed 
down my face. 

“Okay, okay. Sleep, Mr. Big. Sleep.” 

I had to answer the phone and go to the bathroom and I was hungry. 
But I sat there reading the page already on the screen until he woke up, 
moving only to wetten the sleeve of my hoodie on my face and pet him. 

I was feeling edgy by nightfall and went for a manic run, my head filled 
with drama, my ears with music, pounding the Prospect Park loop and 
my own body into tiredness. As I opened the front door, Mr. Big stood 
there until I bonded with him by throwing his ball around. It was fun to 
have someone to come home to again. 
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But as I took care of things around the apartment and got ready to get 
into the shower, he kept getting under my feet. I needed a break. He 
started shriek meowing and showing fang. He blocked me in the hall. 
I went around him. I locked the bathroom door and took a really long 
shower. He was waiting at the bathroom door when I emerged fang 
meowing and rubbing against my wetish legs, depositing cat hair over all 
of my cleanness. 

“Aaarrgghhh. You do this just to annoy me, Mr. Big. Just leave me alone.” 

He meowed in agreement, then lost interest and went to another room. 
I had forgotten to empty his litter box and had to go to the cold outside 
trash with wet hair. 

I went to bed, wondering what he was going to do. After the lap nap 
of the afternoon, I was hoping he would sleep near me. Oh God, I am 
becoming one of Those Women. Forget it, I corrected my own thoughts. I 
do not want that. Forget it. 

I woke up, or rather was woken up at I don’t know how early. I shoved 
him (gently) away eight different times, it was almost enough to actually 
wake me up. A few hours later I did wake up rested. I was lying flat, he 
had been asleep over the covers in the crook of my legs. He roused and 
approached. I was defenseless, what would he do? 

“Okay, okay. Come here” 

I mimicked control of the situation and made a place for him next to me. 
He came about ten inches closer than I intended and curled up in the 
curve of my neck and purred. We both fell back asleep. Rousing again 
he leaned in. I held my breath. He sniffed around. I closed my eyes, 
preparing for the worst. He began dutifully licking my face. I couldn’t stop 
giggling. His little pink tongue was sandpapery. 

Every day after school in college and grad school, the boy who became 
a man and then became my husband and I would lay on the bed and go 
over our respective anecdotes, attempting to outdo each other with funny 
stories and impersonations of people we had encountered during the 
day. These sessions almost always ended in a warm quiet with messy 
hair and tickling and a type of mutualness I often wonder if I will ever feel 
again. So much understanding, and no words. 

The next day at the computer I was typing and Mr. Big came into the 
room, bored with his scratching post. After he had some of his mirror 
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pawing I was ready for my lap time and summoned him over. I tired again 
and again to get him to come to me. At first saying his name, then by 
tricking him with playing, then by overenthusiastically patting my lap and 
trying and trying to get his attention and waiting. He wasn’t interested.. 
He took a nap on the bed instead. I felt pangs of disappointment. I 
decided it was crazy and I didn’t care. I was glad he would be gone in a 
few days. 

Constantly thinking about his food and water, playing enough, finding the 
toys he kept hiding, making sure it was impossible for him to hurt himself, 
making sure he didn’t get out of my apartment when the door was open, 
and chasing him back to the apartment if he did, it was more intense than 
I reckoned. I had to be more consistent and mindful than I have been in 
awhile. 

Sunday came, I woke up in the morning and our now familiar routine of 
morning purring and face licking. Usually, I sit up a bit and pet him and 
he curls up to me. But on his last day I was especially tired and relaxed 
and stayed flat, not even lifting my head. He came and sat up this time. 
First giving me the cat paw massage on my shoulder and sniffing around 
and then licking my face to make sure everything was in order. As I laid 
flat, he surveyed the room, stayed alert and looked around. I dozed off, 
feeling more relaxed than I have since I can remember, my face rolling 
right into his paws. He put his paw protectively over my hand and stayed 
up keeping an eye on things as I slept and I was still under safe watch 
when I woke up. 

I came home from my morning jog on Monday and put my leg in the 
empty space of the opening door to block him from getting out, a 
phantom defense, I had forgotten my time with him was over. I had the 
place all to myself now. He was gone. 
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PARIS WAKE UP
Joao XXX

2/4/8
THE BELIEVERS

Today or thereabouts I woke up at 7:19am on the concrete floor of a 
warehouse in SE Portland, the industrial zone. I was on a posh rug with 
pillows for my head, shoulders, knees, and feet - icy cold, happy.  

Or, I was woken up. BangBangBang.  “John?”. “Yeah?”. Strangely alert 
already.

It was that Jenny. She’d lost her phone at the party. I’d absorbed so 
much straight vodka that I’d had no option but to either shamless/fully hit 
on someone in the cast, or to pass out in the mind-machine room I had 
helped create. A self-brainwashing room, an electronic coffin for death 
rehearsal, a diamond of revolving lights in alpha brainwave frequencies. 
While listening to Journey and MIA. I vaguely recall a sign-in sheet 
and a teddy bear shrine. I’ve since been told that someone was licking 
someone’s foot, and that someone was sitting on someone’s face. Also 
that one of each of those pairs was me.

We kept calling her phone, it was not to be found. She gave me a ride 
home in the dim PDX after-morning, west across the Ross Island bridge 
to my forest tree-fort abode. 

She was talking talking, saying something about the rising cost of 
vegetables, and happiness increasing proportionally with the distance 
from family.

I got a few hours’ nap, then right back to the same warehouse for the 
next day’s photo-shoot and strike. Yeah. Closing night, then toe-licking 
closing party, then a 2pm shoot, then destroying and packing up the 
whole shebang until late the next nite... 

It’s all hard to describe if you’ve never been through it. It’s not like 
recording a song or photographing something, by its nature a piece of 
theater (or rock show, etc) can’t last. It lasts for a short run, and gets 
torn down. You can record it, but the recording doesn’t preserve it, only 
its memory. The final irony is that it takes so much more energy, effort, 
coordination than other forms which last longer (short of film).. I think it’s 
because it’s such a group effort, amazing and terrifying.
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Some high tensions amongst our little Believer family, but now all is 
well… Psychic afternoon apologies and forgivenesses.

2/5/8

1973 AMC MATADOR

Today I saw my car catch fire.  While performing a routine start-up 
operation involving jamming a screwdriver thru the choke plate of the 
carburetor, ten inches of flame shot right out. I stuck my face under the 
hood and blew it out. Not the brightest move in retrospect. But pretty 
exciting.

The burning gas seared my hand, so some of it probably went into my 
blood. One step closer to merging with my beautiful beautiful machine. 
I want to be her onboard computer, for real, but still I hope that we can 
keep an open relationship, and that I can see other classic cars.

Sadly, after all this weekend I was too strung out to go see my actual 
humanoid sweetie. On the bright side, tonight I found 1/16 oz. of pot that 
I’d lost a while ago. Hey, at least I quit smoking cigarettes.

Jesus fuck, am I almost thirty-five?

3/3/8

I LOVE YOU AND I’VE HAD ENOUGH

And today, at the age of 34.66, I got dumped for the first time. See, I 
used to be mr. wonderful, but apparently that just hasn’t stood the test of 
time. As someone I trust once told me, I’m a great lover, I’m just a god-
awful boyfriend. 

She was the first thing in my inbox this monday morning. The last 
communique I’d received was a voicemail, the very night before, the last 
three words of which were “I”, “love”, and “you”, in that order.

Then she just decided, within that 12 hours, that “I Love You” meant, “I’ve 
decided you’re evil, and I cut off all communication with you”.  She’s such 
a guy, and I’m so her stupid bitch. Sigh. 

Certain things about me are ‘unacceptable’.  Shit, honey, I could have 
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told you that outright, you could have just ask.

3/6/8

I WANT TO EAT YOUR PITUITARY

I walked into the local GNC today, General Nutrition Center, or whatever. 
Real dudes, I tell you. Hey bro, and all. I got a little hot and bothered 
with the tight t-shirts. Anyway, I wanted to scan the shelves to find out 
exactly what Americans can just walk up and buy these days. A pretty rad 
and comprehensive-looking assortment of organic superfoods, among 
other interesting-ish stuff that I wanted to steal. Then, in a non-descript 
bottom-shelf location, I noticed “RNA and DNA”. Huhn? Let’s see that. 
Apparently extracted from yeast, and touted as “appropriate for 

vegetarians”. Vegans, they should hasten to add. Just munch away on 
straight pure-cut deoxy/ribonucleic acid! Basic building blocks, yum!  
That’s when I saw it - PITUITARY. That’s all it said, or all I could see 
cause my eyes are bad. Next to it - ADRENAL, PANCREAS, THYMUS. 
OK, calm down. (why the FUCK would I want to eat adrenals!?!). I’m 
getting perversely excited. Turn it around, it’s only $10 a bottle. Sweaty 
hands now. Closer inspection yields relief, disappointment; revulsion; 
another, more qualified relief; and then a curiosity: 

a) It’s not from humans (the relief, and also the disappointment); 
b) It’s from cows (the revulsion); 
c) it’s from organic free-range cows in New Zealand (the qualified relief 

- at least they are using and selling every part of the stupid bovine); 
and then 

d) the inevitable curiosity: would that really work for shit? Is there 
something I need to know?.

I briefly flash to Benicio del Toro in Fear and Loathing, holding a line of 
adrenal gland extract up to Johnny Depp’s nose on the edge of a hunting 
knife. See, for $10 I could have a whole party going, with a bunch of new 
friends from craigslist.

Well, I’ve been reading. Have you heard of this human growth hormone, 
HGH? This is the ‘new’ anti-ageing hormone, the fountain of youth. You 
know, how they’re all saying, “We now in our lifetime have the technology 
to live 150 years, in the body of a 30-yr old”. And all that? Well, for 
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some reason these days my mind has a greater tolerance for suspending 
disbelief. Probably cause I’m getting that fucking old. :)

No, so HGH is what your body produces during childhood to make you 
grow, then it dies out by the age of 35. Your pituitary is still capable of 
creating it, but normally it just stops. So, for the last 15 years or so it’s 
totally been shown that twice-daily injections of this shit can turn back grey 
hair, cure depression, restore lean body mass, etc. Keep you young, even 
immortal, until you die of horrible accidental causes, such as being maimed 
by a loved one or mangled by a huge industrial device. You’ll need a pretty 
decent hi-tech profession to afford the $800+ per month it will cost you..

Anyway, GNC didn’t sell HGH, so just bought a packet of superultragreen 
food. It was a good dinner, along with the camembert and the orange, but 
otherwise I’ll take my business to a third-world country, thank you. I want 
pure unregulated Hong-Kong shit. I’m also considering inviting Jesus Christ 
into my pituitary, rather than my heart, in order to get born again there. 
Ooh, will he also invade my testes upon request?

We are at the point where we can/must choose what it means to be 
human. What will we choose?

3/21/08

INFERNAL EQUINOX SWING SHIFT
I have once again agreed to sell hours of my life for money.  Which will 
in turn happily grant me rent, food, total sexual happiness, etc. For a few 
months or so here left in town, I will be a highly-payed button-pusher. 

I can literally nap for about 20 min between each button press. It’s taken 
years to advance to this point in my career. I have eyes eventually on VP 
of Soulbutton Pushing, where I will get to decide the fates of all others on a 
whim.

My boss is Jean Ngez—o, a huge and friendly/surly west African. His 
favorite word appears to be NO, but he likes to laugh. I guess Ivory Coast, 
though he refuses to give a straight answer.  Imagine Idi Amin crossed 
with, well, Forrest Whitaker’s Idi Amin.

Adam -urrur is an east African, I guess Somali. He gets up at 5am to go to 
the mosque after getting home at 1:30am. He speaks Arabic with Nassar 
(I guess Afghani) in the neighboring dept. I want to learn their childhood 
songs - and make millions off of them!
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TONIGHT IN THE SUPERMARKET

Steve Green

Tonight in the supermarket was weird because I saw me 10 years ago.  I 
was in the same store too, Pathmark, and my doppelganger was building 
a sale end display.

I think I didn’t think about it too much, but oh well, that’s a lie ‘cause here 
I am but I did flash for a few moments to when I wouldn’t be getting up 
at 4:30 A.M. on a Friday and there wouldn’t be very much going through 
my mind like there is now, like why am I out food shopping at 7:00 on a 
Thursday? But it’s OK because there’s really a reason that satisfies me, 
so I stood on line staring, and he had long hair pulled back in a ponytail 
wearing a Megadeth t-shirt and looked like a quiet person, unfazed.  

I looked at the cut cardboard trays and imagined me doing it using my 
last great cutting technique: super sharp blade and case of whatever 
turned on its side so the product depresses that extra quarter inch that 
allowed for a smooth cut with no damage to the goods on the inside.  Do 
that 50 times and then poof: a beautiful newly built sales end waiting for 
the vulture hoards to rip it apart like a downed gazelle being mauled by 
hungry lions.  

But I stood there and I guess why I feel like I didn’t think for too long is 
because at first I thought I’d long for that time to return, but I didn’t.  I 
guess I could have gone for the ease of mind from then, but that wouldn’t 
work anyway, because back then I was almost never happy, especially 
when I was in Pathmark.  My “ease of mind” from back then is only a 
product of my current thinking anyway.  If I could speak to me ten years 
ago I don’t think a mind at rest is what I’d come away thinking.   I like 
what fills my mind now, usually, so it’s OK… but there was just that 
moment there…
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PACKING VERSUS PARENTING
Andria Alefhi

I am unpacking from my Christmas trip.  Really what I am doing is multi-
tasking: putting away things, checking email, listening to new CDs, getting 
ready for work.  I am telling myself that I should slow down and single-
task the unpacking.  It’s not everyday that I get to put the shampoo and 
conditioner back in the bathroom.  They have already been removed 
and I feel inspired from a week away to make small changes, maybe big 
changes too.  I carefully rotate the bottles to face forward.  Maybe I should 
put the new lotion on the counter rather than back inside the cabinet so I 
can see it better.  Removing objects from our path help us see everything 
better.

We only get to return from vacation every so often, and how many times 
do we go to a specific place a second time?  I probably will never go to 
Marie’s parents house in Iowa ever again.  So it’s like how you feel to 
set up the baby’s nursery for the first time.  Painting the walls pink, blue 
or yellow with your loving husband helping on the other wall, rollers in 
synchronized rhythm.  Perhaps you will playfully splash a little paint his 
way, and that will be the signal that it’s time to go make out, because 
soon the baby will come and there won’t be time for making out.

At least this is how I imagine it.  I will never have a child, so I won’t be 
painting the nursery with my loving husband.  At this rate, there will be 
no loving husband with which to paint any wall.  Probably will never own 
a house, which has walls, which would be painted on spring afternoon, 
when the weather finally warms up, before the in-laws come for Sunday 
dinner to show pictures of their vacation in Lake Tahoe at their timeshare.

I am uploading photos from my camera, and while I wait for them to upload, 
with that spare minute, I brush and floss.  I need to water the plant, but I 
am also unpacking and separating dirty from clean clothes.  When I open 
the Christmas cards waiting for me, even though most of them are from 
businesses and have nothing personal to say, not even a hand signature, 
I should pause, looking it over with a smile and say out loud to no one, 
‘That’s nice’.  Unpacking means I went somewhere and now I am home, 
and there is no guarantee that this will happen again.  I don’t have to get 
this all done before I leave.  Didn’t I tell myself I would make time to go to 
the health food store and buy all natural yogurt with fruit to bring to work?

Imagine how it feels when you bring home your child for the first time, and 
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everything you could need is ready and in place because you shopped 
months in advance.  Well, you bought a few things, but most are gifts from 
your baby shower that someone threw for you, perhaps a sister.  Some 
are presents from the landlord who knows you by your first name.  Others, 
your mother’s work associates. Your mother doesn’t work a blue-collar 
job. 

Instead, I travel from place to place, checking it off of my list of 
accomplishments.  You only need to go once.  No one asks you to go 
again.  Once you have already been there it’s the same.  You come back 
and think how nice it was to get away from it all.  You think of all the things 
you are going to change in your personal life.  Number one is always 
making time to read more books.  

People will ask, “How was the trip?”  

You will respond, “It was great.  It was so relaxing.”

But you don’t say that being out of the country is the only way to stop 
thinking about how low when you see your brother’s baby smile at you. 
You know that all you have to do is smile back and make it feel like the 
star of the world, that it would be so easy, that a baby has enough love for 
everyone and all you have to do is talk baby-talk to it and make faces; and 
you still can’t do it.  That you are jealous of all the love the baby gets and 
you totally know that it is sick, warped, demented.  

Instead, you hold this baby while the others leave the room, and you 
whisper to her, “I am trying my best to love you.”  All you have to talk about 
is where you were and where you are going next.  All you have is the life 
you thought you wanted.  And as soon as the suitcase goes back into the 
closet, after I water the plant and feed the fish, and send my photos to 
Flickr (which will take all of five minutes to do), it will be as though I have 
never left.         
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I WAS A SCIENTOLOGIST!
Russ Josephs

My first job after college was as a film critic for a Portland, Oregon paper 
called The Paperback Jukebox, an “alternative weekly” that most people 
just read for the listings. The pay sucked, but I got to see a crapload of 
films for free. 

After a while, I grew bored, and I wanted to write actual stories, to dig up 
some dirt, to do some real reporting. I asked Julie, the editor, if this would 
be okay, and she said fine, as long as she liked the idea. The next day I 
had it, she loved it, and I eagerly began preparing for my new undercover 
adventure. Following in the footsteps of Hollywood’s finest - John Travolta, 
Tom Cruise, Juliette Lewis - I was going to be a Scientologist.

I was equally fascinated and freaked-out by them, and always wondered 
what went on in their centers, a number of which dotted the downtown 
landscape. So one afternoon I walked into their main building, which had 
a large sign outside that read: “Free personality test. Inquire within.” A 
man met me in the lobby, and I told him that I was interested in pursuing 
my spiritual development, and that his organization seemed like the right 
place to begin. He greeted me warmly, telling me that I was indeed correct, 
that he could help me, and led me to a room with a copy of the test. 
He offered me some coffee, which I politely refused, having watched too 
many documentaries on cults - the Moonies, the Branch Davidians - and 
was worried that it was laced.

The test was extremely long, filled with ridiculously general questions 
many that seemed to overlap: “Have you ever felt depressed? Do you 
sometimes make remarks you later regret? Are you prejudiced against 
your own school or team?” Some were just plain stupid: “Does emotional 
music have an effect on you? Do you bite your fingernails?” The thing was 
obviously designed to play to one’s insecurities, to make the person taking 
it appear like they were beyond reproach, and how lucky they were to have 
taken it under the auspices of Scientology, where they could be saved! I 
answered the questions as truthfully as I could, and when I finished it I 
handed it to the man, who immediately processed it.

Upon viewing the results, I was planning to act suitably disaffected and in 
dire need of help so they would take me seriously, but I hardly needed to. 
What should have been a rising and falling graph depicting my emotional 
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status, was instead a straight line that ran across the bottom of the page, 
underneath the mark that said: “Normal.” It made me out to be depressed, 
paranoid, anxious and suicidal. The guy watched as I looked at the results 
and then stared deep into my eyes. “It looks like you’ve come to the right 
place.”

He then introduced me to one of his associates, a very pleasant and upbeat 
woman who took me into another room, a copy of the results before her. 
She echoed the man’s sentiments, and said that I had chosen wisely to 
seek help from them, as it looked like I really needed it. I played right into 
this, and told her that since college I’d felt alienated and alone, was prone 
to mood swings, and was at a loss at to how to proceed. She said that 
scores of others before me had been helped, and all I had to do was to 
sign up for an introductory course, which started at seventy-five dollars.

“But you guys are a religion, right?” I said. “Like a church or something?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“Well, going to church doesn’t normally cost anything.”
“You still have to give to the collection plate.”
“True, but that’s like what? A dollar? I’m sorry, but I can’t afford the class.”
“But I really think you should take it,” she said, smiling and opening her 
eyes wide, wide, wide. “Think about it this way: what’s money compared 
to spiritual happiness? A small investment now is nothing compared to the 
future riches you’ll acquire with greater self-esteem and strength.”
“But I don’t have the seventy-five dollars.”
“Couldn’t you save up if you wanted to?” she asked, her smile fading. “It’s 
really not that much when you think about it.”
“Isn’t there any other way? Could I work it off? Sweep the floors or 
something?”
“No, I’m afraid we don’t do that.”

This sucked. I needed more information to write the story, so I asked her 
if she wouldn’t mind telling me a little bit about the organization, what they 
were all about, what I’d learn if I did take the class. To this she gave me 
a vague explanation about how their founder L. Ron traveled extensively 
with his grandfather who was in the navy (do they allow small children on 
naval vessels?), and what he witnessed all over the world greatly disturbed 
him: everywhere, people were unhappy. Also, people were struggling to 
survive (he was fucking astute). He decided he wanted to find a way to 
make people’s lives better, and used his science fiction books to finance 
extensive psychological research (a small investment for future riches?). 
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Thus, Dianetics, and eventually Scientology, was born.

She went on to describe the basic philosophy. According to Hubbard’s 
research, the brain was divided into two parts, the active mind (conscious) 
and the reactive mind (subconscious). The former housed all productivity, 
artistry and positive thought. Everything that held someone down, whether 
it be fear, insecurity or painful memories, was located in the latter. To 
bridge this gap, his program worked to completely eliminate the reactive 
mind. The successful candidate was then “clear,” and able to live a healthy, 
productive, unobstructed life. I didn’t really get this, and didn’t think it made 
much sense, let alone jived with my own personal philosophy. I was all 
about the unconscious.

“What about dreams?” I asked her. “They stem completely from the 
subconscious. Do you guys stop having them or something?”
“We don’t really deal with dreams,” she said, growing annoyed with my 
questions. She handed me a brochure of the various classes they offered, 
and told me again that I should really think about taking the introductory 
class. Then she stood up and said she had something else to take care of, 
and led me to the exit.

I left extremely disappointed, my Scientology career over before it 
had begun. I practically had nothing to write about, so I resorted to an 
exaggerated, tongue-in-cheek rendering of my experience. I described 
how I was never left alone like in a real cult, how the people I met had 
twinkling, other-worldly eyes like Charles Manson, how I was expecting at 
any second to be kidnapped and brainwashed, where I would ultimately 
have to be saved and deprogrammed. I also included a copy of my 
personality test with the flatline at the bottom. Because I had heard horror 
stories about acts of retaliation from the group, I wrote the piece under the 
alias L. Russ Hubbel.

When the issue came out, there wasn’t much local reaction, except for 
mild amusement, and I was sure that my fears had been unwarranted. 
Then, a few days later, we started getting reports from people that they 
couldn’t find the paper anywhere, that none of the stores or kiosks that 
usually carried it had any in stock. We always printed off more copies than 
were necessary, and this had never happened before, so my first reaction 
was that the story was so good that people were nabbing them left and 
right. But the truth was that the Scientologists had gotten wind of it, and 
snatched up every issue they could find.



  WNHP 19

Soon we began receiving a series of threatening phone calls from them. 
At first, they simply declaimed the piece, forcefully requesting to speak to 
me, wanting to know my home number, my address. When they realized 
that this was not going to happen, they started calling back repeatedly, 
just to tie up the phone lines. They did this for weeks, apparently having 
operatives working around the clock with nothing to do sans dial and re-
dial our number.

Then it got worse. They began showing up at our office, several of them 
at a time, demanding to speak to me. What they wanted I had no idea, 
but they were so aggressive and ill-tempered I didn’t want to find out. 
Following Lisa’s advice, I stayed away from the place, and didn’t even 
leave my apartment, for fear I’d somehow be recognized and attacked, 
kidnapped, killed. I became a virtual hermit, only venturing outside to go 
the supermarket, and even then I’d wear a hat and sunglasses. I was 
scared to death, although, truth be told, it was pretty exciting. My first real 
piece and people wanted to kill me. But, just to be on the safe side, after 
that I went back to the film reviews.
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